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FRANK ALEXANDER McDERMOTT (1885-1966) 


In bygone days it was not unheard of for physical scientists to be amateur 
natugalists, but few achieved professional distinction in both fields. In the recent 
death of F. A. McDermott we have lost a classic example of this now very rare 
species: a man who spent a full and productive life as a chemist and micro- 
biologist; then, in fifteen years of industrious retirement, built an early interest 
in fireflies into a position as a world authority on the taxonomy and natural 
history of the Lampyridae. e 

Mr. McDermott was trained as a chemist, first at George Washington Uni- 
versity, then at the Mellon Institute of the University of Pittsburgh, where he 
received his B.S. in 1913 and M.S. in 1914. His professional career included six 
pre-college years in the Hygienic Laboratory of the U. S. Public Health Service, 
four in the fermentation laboratory of the Corby Co., and 32 years with E. I. 
du Pont de Nemours & Co., Inc., in Wilmington, Delaware, during the last 24 
of which he was chief chemist of their Deepwater industrial alcohol plant. His 
activities in these posts are attested by a score of published papers and notes on 
fermentation, general chemistry, and laboratory instrurnentation, by 13 U. S. 
patents (10 assigned to the Du Pont Company) of processes related to organic 
acids and oils and commercial production of glycerol, alcohols, and resins, by 
his membership in various professional societies and by his reception of the 
Thobald Smith Medal at the 3d International Congress of Microbiology (1939) 
and a Modern Pioneer award of the Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce and 


1967 THE COLEOPTERISTS' BULLETIN 117 


National Association of Manufacturers at the commemoration of the 150th 
anniversary of the U. S. patent system (1940). 


Though born in Washington and resident there during high school and early 
adult years, Mr. McDermott came from colonial New England stock and his 
early interest in biology may have stemmed from boyhood collecting in the 
Thoreau-saturated environment of the family home in Concord. Whatever the 
reason, he found ample encouragement in natural history among his professional 
superiors in Washington and his friends in the Smithsonian, Department of 
Agriculture, and U. S. National Museum. One of the most influential of these 
early associations in turning McDermott’s attention to bioluminescence was 
that with H. S. Barber, a lifelong field companion and friend. McDermott’s first 
note on fireflies appeared in 1910, and before he moved to Wilmington in 1918 
he had published on the chemistry, histology, and physics of firefly luminescence 
as well as the related subjects of chemiluminescence and electric illumination, 
and, in a long series of behavorial notes, established the importance and sig- 
nificance of firefly flashing signals in mating. 

When McDermott took up his career as a DuPont chemist he must have 
viewed the move as marking the end of his love affair with the firefly, for he 
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presented to the Smithsonian several books and bound volumes of separates 
dealing with bioluminescence, some stamped “Biofotogenesis Library of F. Alex. 
McDermott”. Indeed for the next 30 years no contribution to lampyridology 
issued from his pen. But the ferment must have been working, for in 1948, two 
years before his retirement, the privately printed “Common Fireflies of Der. 
ware” appeared. In 1951 he edited and supplemented Barber’s 58 page post- 
humous monograph on the genus Photuris, in which flashing signals are boldly 
made an essential part of the specific descriptions. In the same year McDermott 
visited Jamaica to gain the field experience he felt to be essential to complete 
his definitive treatment of the “Lampyrid Fireflies of Jamaica” (1959), a 112 
page work long delayed by the slowness of the junior author. 

Meanwhile a steady stream of taxonomic and behavorial notes was issuing 
from the well appointed laboratory McDermott set up in his suburban 
Wilmington home. In these descriptions of new species and genera (eventually 
totalling 20), in the study of samples from individuals and museums all over 
the world, and in wide readings in modern theoretical genetics, evolution, and 
systematics, McDermott laid the foundations for his major contributions to 
the taxonomy of the genus Pyractonema (24 pp., 1960), the taxonomy of the 
Lampyridae in general (72 pp., 1964), and his culminating 149 page revision 
of the Oliver treatment of the Lampyridae (Pars 9, Junk-Schenkling Coleop- 
terorum Catalogus), a copy of which arrived in Wilmington on the day before 
his death. Mr. McDermott’s collection was willed to the Academy of Natural 
Sciences of Philadelphia, where he spent many happy hours. 


In the long reach of history it will not matter what sort of human being was 
this man who has so advanced our knowledge of fireflies, but as the representa- 
tive of his many friends, it is pleasant to be able to pay tributes to his old-school 
gentlemanship and delightful humor, his catholic interests in the world about 
him (ranging through gardening and conservation to the aurora, mushrooms, 
continental drift, songbirds, and hawks), his altruistic activities and concerns in 
education and science (embracing bibliographic format, long years of activity 
in the Society of Natural History of Delaware, toiling for Biological and Chemi- 
cal Abstracts, simplified spelling, lecturing to school children) and his warm 
home life with his devoted wife of 57 years (who predeceased him by two 
months) and two daughters.’ 

JOHN Buck 
National Institutes of Health 
1 Mrs. Earl D. Krapf and Mrs. William D. Eaton, both of Wilmington. I am particularly in- 


debted to Mrs. Krapf for supplying most of the biographical material used in the above 
account and for preparing the bibliography. 
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